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The Use of Counterfactual Thinking Technique in Storytelling: Effect on
Affect and Aesthetic Judgement of a Destination
Xinran Lethto, PhD; Alei Fan, PhD; Kexin Wang, BS; Li-Han Huang, MS; Tianyi Li, MS
Hospitality and Tourism Management, College of Health and Human Science, Purdue University

PURPOSE
The project iThe project is to addresses a significant literature gap in hospitality and
tourism marketing with the use of counterfactual thinking strategy, a content strategy that
forms an effective brand storytelling mechanism. Hospitality and tourism business offerings
are complex with multi-components and a high degree of intangibility. Therefore, content
marketing when well executed will play a critical role in terms of tangiblizing our
experience-based products and building brand equity.
In this project, we aim to identify specific visual traits in brand storytelling that can
optimally engage consumers. These identified traits will become useful parameters for the
hospitality business in their effort to create compelling brand stories.

Pre-test Result

Picture 1. The SEM model

LITERATURE REVIEW
Counterfactual Thinking & Storytelling
Counterfactual thinking (CFT) refers to psychological activities regarding alternatives to
past events, or thoughts of what could have been. he uses of CFT in advertisements is
beneficial as it increases the quality of argument and thus enhances the advertisement
message persuasiveness. According to Pulizzi (2012), Storytelling or content marketing is the
creation of relevant and compelling content by the brand itself on a consistent basis.
Visual & Textual Content Design
Based on the former studies of visual and textual content design throughout tourism area,
visual information and textual information both have an effect on how visitors judge
destinations; visual information is posited to influence affective attitudes through imagery
information processing, while verbal information is posited to influence cognitive attitudes
through discursive information process. The effect would be more positive when using visual
and textual information together.

Based on the research design, we
conducted a pretest with a sample of 90
to see if our research design has any
problem before we utilize the sample of
mTurk. There are 125 responses in total
and 90 of them are completed and valid.
After we ran the statistics, however, we
found that the results did not reach our
expectation. The average (mean) of three
scenarios are alike and it seems that
there are more than four factors when
explaining people’s behavior.
The distribution of all four factors
(Intent, Aesthetic, Green value and
Restorative) is shown in picture 4.

Picture 4. Distribution of the Pretest Results

FUTURE OUTLOOK

Picture 2. Factual picture

METHODOLOGY
We are going to conduct a survey to measure the effect on affect of counterfactual
storytelling. Based on a theoretical model we constructed (see picture 1), we designed a
questionnaire with three scenarios.
In this survey, besides the defaulted scenario, one of the three scenarios will be randomly
distributed to participants. Each participant will be exposed to the default scenario and then
be directed to one of the three groups as shown below:
Defaulted scenario: Factual picture (see picture 2) and plain description will be provided
Group 1: Control group
Group 2: the counterfactual story will be provided
Group 3: counterfactual story and the counterfactual picture (see picture 3) will be provided

At first, we planned to use eye tracking machine and arousals to collect data. However,
due to the inaccuracy of eye-tracking and arousal and the potential existence of multiple
intervening factors, we decided to use questionnaires to collect data. The questionnaire
contains questions pertaining to experience, enjoyment, aesthetics, intention to visit.
However, the result of the pilot test did not meet our expectation. It did not show
statistical significance. We concluded that there are many possible reasons such as the
homogeneous nature of our pilot test sample and our research design itself.
In the next step, we are going to revise the research design and fix potential problems
before we utilize the mTurk sample. Based on the results of mTurk sample, the effect of
counterfactual storytelling and the combination of text and image marketing will be
evaluated.
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Picture 3. Counterfactual picture

